Kim Nasmyth: I've been Director of the IMP since 1997. When I took up the position I thought ten years would be about the right length of time to be in charge, for the sake of the institute as well as of myself. It is good that the director has a large degree of influence but for this reason it's important that the position rotates fairly regularly. Not too frequently, of course: it would have been irresponsible of me to have left earlier than now because of the upheaval involved in selecting a new Director. And my involvement in the setting up of the Institute for Molecular Biotechnology, (see Curr. Biol. 13, R39-R42) gave me another good reason to stay. 
GT: But you feel that now is
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Home bound: 'We have been happy at the IMP and in Vienna and it will naturally be painful to leave,' says Kim Nasmyth. (Photo: Graham Tebb.) many of the key players and we now need to look at the biochemistry of the process to understand the mechanisms involved. A better understanding of the biochemistry will also provide insights into meiosis and into how it fails, for example as women age. We're currently trying to extend our findings in yeast to mice and hope to generate reagents that will give us a handle on understanding reproductive biology.
GT:
The popular press paints a fairly grim picture of research funding in the UK.
KN:
After a period of neglect [of research funding], the UK seems now to be moving in the right direction and the situation has definitely improved over the past five years. However, the matter of salary structures in universities requires urgent attention. Without this, good people will continue to leave universities for better-paid jobs elsewhere. There are two fundamental problems: universities often are or have been reluctant to deviate from rigid salary scales; and the required money is quite simply not available. There have been signs of change on the former point and it is now time to address the latter problem.
There are a number of other changes that need to be made soon. At present, a fair amount of research funding is provided by research grants. Unfortunately, though, these are not associated with proper overhead costs so it doesn't pay universities to support staff active in research because they end up costing the universities more. Too much money is still being made available without peer review. Research grants are generally peer-reviewed so represent a better means of supporting infrastructure -but only if they come with realistic overheads. And scientists need to be encouraged to apply for more research grants: the US system of offering people salaries for only nine months of the year and expecting them to cover the remainder by means of grants has much to recommend it.
It's important to note that the UK is currently grappling with many issues that other European countries have yet to face, such as university funding. This point is simply not on the political agenda here [in Austria]. University financing will ultimately mean fees, no matter how unpopular they will prove. The £3000 currently charged in the UK is way too little but represents a step in the right direction. Both Oxford and Cambridge have already announced that they plan to expand their offers to people who come from outside the EU and thus pay more realistic fees. In the US there has long been a healthy competition between public and private universities and this has been good for the quality of education on offer. Politicians in [mainland] Europe remain concerned with everybody's 'right' to receive a university education and are not really thinking about how it can be funded. We have been very happy at the IMP and in Vienna and it will naturally be painful to leave.
GT:
GT: What do you hope to accomplish at Oxford?
KN: In the IMP we have managed to create an environment that is attractive to young people. Oxford is already attractive but it is not yet in the same league as the MIT; at the moment nowhere is. But why not? It's just a question of expectations. I hope to be able to help create a department where high-quality candidates will apply for positions and where they will be happy in their work. The department has an excellent staff and I shall do all I can to ensure that they are happy and have the facilities they require to do good science. A number of senior people are due for retirement over the next few years. The selection of their replacements will be of key importance... I hope my track record will be helpful in hiring good people: there is sufficient flexibility in the UK system to make this possible.
